promotion of good loads; and identified the views of Iowans on important issues in the Iowa Poll. Through such efforts, the Register brought citizens of the state together, and in many ways helped define what it meant to be an Iowan.
As historian Harold Livesay stresses, the study of organizations often overemphasizes bureaucratic structures and corporate strategies while failing to acknowledge the role of people.T o explain the Register's rise, its heyday, and its ultimate sale, one must also examine its publishers and editors. Most prominent were the Clarkson and Cowles families. Coker Clarkson and his sons, James and Richard, owned and operated the paper company from 1870 to 1902. Through innovation and entrepreneurial flair, they moved the paper toward statewide coverage by running items competitors did not, such as Coker's popular farm column. The Cowles years at the Register began in 1903. Unlike the Clarksons, who ran both the editorial and business side of the paper, the Cowles family generally stuck to management and relied on the editorial talents of others to handle the journalistic side. Gardner Cowles, his sons John and Mike, and then grandson David Kruidenier headed the operation. They concentrated on expanding revenues from subscriptions and advertising. The family hired outstanding editors, writers, and political cartoonists who continuously improved the quality of the product.
From its founding in 1849 to 1985, when the newspaper was sold to the Gannett chain, the Register remained true to its self-proclaimed mission in 1870: "The Register is emphatically an Iowa paper, a champion of Iowa interests, and an advocate of the Iowa people. ... No other paper in the Union has ever made its own state a specialty like the Register has in Iowa."* THE REGISTER'S ORIGINS date back to a nineteenthcentury America that, in the words of historian Robert Wiebe, amounted to "a collection of island communities." Prior to the coming of the railroad and a connection to the developing national transportation network, Americans were an insular people, relying on their local communities for almost everything.^ In 1846 the newly created state of Iowa certainly fit that description. Over the next three years settlers scrambled over the prairie, grabbing the rich, recently opened lands, creating small towns, and expanding settlements. In these growing Iowa communities, sixteen newspapers, including the Iowa Star located in Fort Des Moines, were founded between 1847 and 1849.* At the time these Iowa newspapers were established, American journalism was undergoing revolutionary changes. By the early 1830s, new steam-powered printing presses increased the output of older hand-operated presses tenfold. Such an advance made it possible to replace the standard six-cent newspaper with one that could be sold for one cent. Lower prices made news more accessible to the masses. The so-called penny press was introduced in large urban areas along the eastern seaboard. These papers broadened the scope of coverage to encompass international and national events as well as local news, societal events, and sports.Â lthough important to the world of journalism, these innovations hardly touched Iowa or the frontier Midwest. As late as 1850, Iowa, Minnesota, and territories that were to become the states of Nebraska, Kansas, and the Dakotas lacked daily newspapers. The earliest publications were small weeklies, most often tied to and subsidized by a political party. Sometimes political rivals began papers primarily to voice competing views. Such papers featured favorable stories about one political party, carried mostly local news (often slipping into promotional boosterism), and featured literary pieces. Some national news. when it could be gleaned from telegrams or lifted from out-oftown papers, also appeared.*
The Iowa Star was a fairly typical frontier weekly. Founded by early land agent Barlow Granger, along with Judge Curtis Bates and other partners, the Star premiered on July 26, 1849, promising that it would be "decidedly democratic, not to be circumscribed or governed by dictations of any party, clique, or influenced in any way by the mere prejudice of party sectarianism." The intended weekly publication schedule was hampered by the difficulties of frontier life, and the second issue did not come out until a month later. Thereafter the sevencolumn Star came out on a fairly regular schedule, although funding was a constant problem. ' In January 1850 the Iowa Star faced competition from a rival Whig newspaper, the Fort Des Moines Gazette, started with the promise of a $350 capital contribution from the Whig Party. Initially, Granger thought the second newspaper spoke well of the town: "It tells well for the prosperity of this town-only three years old-that two papers can be established with even a hope of being sustained."^" By February, however, the many difficulties had proved too much for Granger, who was ready to give up the fight and turn 8. Lee the two great rivers of the continent, without anything but coaches and stage roads to connect us with the rest of mankind, our condition has not been the most pleasant in the world.
To-day our situation is immensely improved. We have the privilege of reading the latest dispatches in our own paper. The lightning and telegraph company have at length made us even with the Mississippi cities.^' Unlike many mid-nineteenth-century cities where the telegraph and railroad arrived simultaneously, however. Des Moines did not obtain a railroad connection until 1866. That August the Des Moines Valley Railroad reached the city from Keokuk. More important, however, was the 1867 arrival of the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad, which hooked Des Moines directly into the national rail network. Des Moines was rapidly becoming not only the political but also the commercial center of the state.T he same year the Rock Island arrived in Des Moines, the Mills brothers' Register and twelve additional Iowa newspapers joined seventeen others from Illinois and Nebraska to create the Northwestern Associated Press, which embraced all of Illinois (except Chicago), all of Iowa, and the eastern portion of Nebraska. Prior to the Northwestem's founding, the small dailies in the region had received their telegraphic news through individual contracts or agreements with the Western Associated Pressconsisting of big city dailies largely in the Ohio River Valleyformed in 1865. The creation of the Northwestern AP gave the small papers some leverage in negotiating their contract and fees with the Western 2 1. Iowa State Daily Register, 14 January 1862. 22. With the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, the federal govemment wanted a telegraph line completely in Union territory, and with the uncertainty about Missouri, a telegraph line was strung across Iowa, building west from Cedar Rapids and east from Council Bluffs. Because Des Moines was included on this line, it gained a telegraph connection four years before it was reached by a railroad. During the first twenty-one years of journalism in Des Moines many small party newspapers opened with high hopes only to change hands or cease publication altogether. As 1870 came to a close, the capital's newspaper industry had stabilized, with two highly partisan papers dividing up the news market: the Iowa State Register was the city's leading paper and a growing force in Republican circles; its competition, the Iowa State Leader (a descendant of Barlow Granger's Iowa Star) was new to the field, but offered Democrats a more favorable forum.
THE END OF 1870 opened a new period in Iowa journalism. Late that year James and Richard Clarkson (both already employed at the Register) along with their father purchased the paper from the Mills brothers. Together the new owners made the Register the voice of the state's Republican Party and Iowa's most influential newspaper. James, known as "Ret," a nickname he acquired because he scrawled the editorial abbreviation for "return" across copy he wanted to proofread personally, served as editor and used the paper to further the agenda of his wing of the party. In so doing, he advanced his own position in GOP ranks. Because of the editorial power he wielded. Ret became a leading figure in the circle of politicians and businessmen known as the Des Moines Regency, a group that dominated the state's Repubhcan Party for the last third of the nineteenth century.^* According to historian Robert Cook, members of the Regency were "essentially pragmatic, business-orientated Republicans whose allegiance to consensus politics rendered them intensely suspicious of moralistic ideologues. . . . Under their control it was unlikely that the party would ever be ruled for long by the heart rather than the head."^^ Such pragmatism was also visible on the Register's editorial pages. Ret used the paper to fight off many challenges to the Regency's control. He once explained that the paper was dedicated to maintaining "in power the great party of real Republicarusm which saved the nation from destruction by war, retumed it to peace, and is fast advancing it to unexampled prosperity."^* Because the GOP controlled politics in Iowa, changes to the status quo threatened its position and needed to be co-opted or quashed altogether.
Most menacing was the growing dissatisfaction among the state's large agricultural constituency. In an age when farmers' autonomy seemed to be slipping away, they were organizing to protect their interests. These efforts encompassed the Grange movement, the Iowa Farmers Alliance, and the Populists. While the Register supported agriculture and even advocated farm orgarüzations, it constantly railed against farmers moving into politics and opposed any third party movements. Less threatening, but still of concem were reformers calling for temperance legislation. The Register favored prohibition until the 1890s, when GOP leaders concluded that the outright anti-alcohol plank of their platform hurt the party. In addition, there was the controversial issue of woman suffrage. Much like society, the Register moved back and forth on the issue, but ultimately preferred that women remain in their traditional domestic sphere. Workirig to quiet these movements. Ret and the Register helped maintain the Regency's position of dominance.^2 While fighting political battles from their newspaper's pages, the Clarksons also improved and modernized the Register. The paper continued to focus on politics, but it introduced subtle changes in content. Like other newspapers across the country, the Register carried a growing number of nonpolitical stories. In an effort to appeal to a broader spectrum of readers, the paper began to feature regular departments. This trend had actually started in 1871, when the Clarksons initiated Coker's weekly column, "Farm, Orchard and Garden," designed to reach the region's many farmers. Later in the decade other offerings included a women's section, book reviews, church news, a criminal calendar, courthouse new^s, and a gossip column.^* In addition to adding features, the Clarksons decided to expand their coverage-in hopes of expanding circulationbeyond the confines of the city. After all. Des Moines, with a population of 22,000 in 1880, was relatively small, and the Register had to compete with the Democratic Leader for readers. So they added a section originally known as "Iowa Intelligence," which reported on events around the entire state. The Register relied on local correspondents-who could usually be obtained cheaply or at no cost at all-to supply this news. The practice of employing local correspondents was fairly common among small newspapers, but the Register's move toward broader statewide coverage was more unusual.^' In the 1870s and 1880s, for example, it reported on such issues as gold mining in Winnebago County in northern Iowa, the reduction of the Davenport police force in eastern Iowa, and a suicide in Cedar Rapids.^" The greater variety of stories and broader coverage did attract a wider readership, and a larger circulation produced growing revenues. From 1870 to 1890, the Register's daily circulation more than tripled, rising from approximately 2,000 to 7,157.^^ More readers meant more advertising income, which was becoming an increasingly important source of revenue for newspapers in the late nineteenth century. In 1879 advertising made up 44 percent of newspaper income nationally, while subscriptions accounted for the remaining 56 percent. Ten years later, advertising and subscription income were roughly equal, and by 1899, advertising made up 54.5 percent of total American newspaper revenue while subscriptions had fallen to 45.5 percent.^T o accommodate the broadening content and increased volume of advertising, the Clarksons expanded the paper from four to eight pages. In doubling its size and increasing its advertising space, the Register was merely following a decade-old trend in the industry, identified by journalism historian Gerald Baldasty as "the commercialization of the news." As businesses grew larger, developed national markets, and sought customers for their products, they turned increasingly to advertisements. And as advertisers began to replace political parties as the chief financial supporters of newspapers, publishers and editors altered their content to entertain and capture as large an audience as possible. To avoid offeriding potential readers, many newspapers abandoned their partisan political position. Most papers did not drop their political affiliation during this period, but a trend in that direction was apparent. Historian Michael McGerr estimated that at mid-century 95 percent of American newspapers were partisan. By 1890, papers that identified themselves as partisan had declined to 66 percent of the total.^^ The Regis- ter, however, was not among those leaving the partisan ranks. While conceding to the growing commercialization of the industry with a greater variety of features and more advertising, it remained committed to the GOP throughout the Clarksons' tenure. James Clarkson's prominence as editor of the influential paper led to his rise in the hierarchy of Republican Party. In 1888 he sold his portion of the company to brother Richard and moved to the East Coast. The following year he was appointed First Assistant Postmaster General, and he would go on to serve as chairman of the National Republican Executive Committee. Richard, meanwhile, ran the paper for over a decade before selling to George E. Roberts and Samuel Strauss in 1902.
MORE WAS INVOLVED in the sale than a mere change of the Register's ownership. Roberts, along with Strauss, the owner of the Des Moines Leader-which had left the Democratic fold to become an independent paper in 1896-had decided to end the ruinous competition between the papers and consolidate the properties. When the deal was finally worked out, the two jointly purchased the Register and merged it with the Leader. The new owners each held 50 percent of the paper-now the Register and Leader-but, as the agreement stated, Roberts had absolute control of the "policies and preferences of the company," and the paper was to be "Republican in politics." Strauss was to act as the business manager.T he sale of the Register appropriately coincided with the decline of the Regency's domination of state politics. Although Republicans continued to control the statehouse and the Iowa delegation in Congress for another thirty years, the progressive wing of the party assumed power. Ret Clarkson, of course. found the change in the Iowa GOP deplorable, but worse still was the editorial shift at the paper that would take place when Roberts and Strauss soon sold out.
Roberts Cowles explained what led to his apparently sudden decision to buy the Register: "Both Harvey [Ingham] and I always had the feeling that it was possible to build a strong daily new^spa-per in Des Moines." Besides seeing an opportunity, the banker later said that he "had no pressing need for the money, but it seemed to be a good thing to do on the theory that something would arise."^* On the surface, Cowles and Ingham appeared to be opposites. While the publisher was quiet and reserved with a penchant for conservative Republicanism, the editor was talkative and affable with leanings toward liberal and progressive causes. But the shared commitment to building a newspaper that stressed objectivity and covered the entire state bound the two together. As son Gardner "Mike" Cowles Jr. recounted, "Their individual talents were perfectly complementary. Father was the quintessential business manager, who delighted in the minutiae of circulation and accounting. Ingham was the quintessential editor who delighted in rooting out the news and advocating ideas. "^Û nder its new management, the Register adopted a more liberal editorial stance, much to the chagrin of Ret Clarkson. With Cowles giving Ingham free rein over editorial policy, the paper moved away from the conservatism of the Clarksons to advocate a wide variety of reforms. So began two traditions at the Register that would remain in place until its sale to Gannett in 1985: editorial positions were left up to salaried managers, and the paper continued to take up liberal causes.
Despite the paper's advances under the Clarksons, the increasingly crowded newspaper market in Des Moines in the 1880s meant that by the 1890s the Register was no longer the state's largest daily. By the time Cowles and Ingham took control in the late fall of 1903, they found themselves managing the smallest daily newspaper in Des Moines. Although the sellers had assured Cowles that circulation stood at 32,000, it actually was somewhere around 14,000, with paid subscriptions of only about 8,000. Two afternoon papers, the Capital and the News, had larger circulations.^^ Cowles's early years at the Register and Leader were a constant struggle, and, like his predecessors, he thought seriously about selling out. He did manage to put the paper in the black by late 1904, but competition for the city's readership increased in 1906, when Charles D. Hellen established a fourth daily, the evening Tribune. Cowles stuck it out, however. On the business side, Cowles restored the paper's financial health by closely morutoring costs, buying up rival newspapers, and, most importantly, focusing on circulation. The austere publisher tightened budgetary controls by personally approving every bill paid and signing every check. Furthermore, to improve the company's cash flow, the publisher culled out unpaid subscription accounts-sometimes two, three, or four years past due-and armounced that subscriptioris would be accepted orüy on a cash-in-advance basis. After getting his first paper on a solid footing, Cowles, like many other publishers of his era, hoped one day to buy out the competition. Roughly two decades later, he had succeeded. By 1927, Des Moines had only two papers, both owned and operated by Cowles: the morning Des Moines Register and the everung Des Moines Tribüne?"Ĉ owles's primary interest and genius was in the area of circulation. As he once explained to an editor, "It does you no good in a business way just to put out a good paper. You have to go out and sell it."^ His earlier work experience provided a good background for such missionary work. In his youth he had traveled from farm to farm selling maps, and during one vacation he had worked on a survey crew plarirüng a railroad through central Iowa. His interest in railroads led him to take a surruner job between his junior and senior years in college working on the Union Pacific's Oregon's Shortline from Portland to Utah. The most pertinent lesson for later expanding the Register's readership came when he went into business with his father-in-law, Ambrose Call. Their firm solicited government contracts to run mail by horseback or wagon to small towns not served directly by railroads. They soon maintained more than thirty routes in Iowa, Kansas, and the Dakotas.*^ Together, these jobs gave Cowles an understanding of sales in rural areas and an awareness of the importance of a state's rail network.
The highly competitive newspaper market in Des Moines led Cowles to look to the entire state as a potential market. He believed the key to increasing circulation was to expand subscription sales. After hiring and firing several circulation managers, he assumed responsibility himself. Because much of rural and small-town Iowa lacked ready access to a daily newspaper, Cowles chose to focus his attention on that virgin territory. Here his interest in railroads proved invaluable. Because railroads provided the only efficient means of distributing the paper outside of Des Moines, Cowles studied maps and memorized railroad timetables. Printing schedules for various editions were then adjusted to fit the departure times of trains out of Des Moines. The publisher's obsession with getting up-to-date, quality newspapers to readers paid off handsomely. By 1906, circulation had nearly doubled, reaching more than 25,000. That same year, Cowles found a solid circulation manager in William Cordingley, but he continued to keep close watch on this part of the business. Circulation continued to increase, and by 1912 it stood at 50,000. By that time, the Register led all Des Moines papers in advertising linage, and the company's evening Tribune ranked third. Such increases in readers and advertising led to growing profits: net earnings rose from $23,900 in 1906 to $38,500 in 1912."' Cowles's background in small-town Iowa and his work as a mail contractor further assisted him in distributing the paper. Because many of his newspapers sold outside of Des Moines were sent through the mail, the system worked for the Monday through Saturday daily editions. To get the Sunday Register to readers throughout the state, Cowles relied on local news dealers in small towns. But for the growing number of farm subscribers located on rural free delivery routes, that system was inadequate. Cowles circumvented the problem by developing an efficient network of carrier boys and rural route salesmen to deliver the Sunday edition to farmers' doors. This service 42 owles was now well on his way to creating a statewide newspaper. As railroad traffic began to decline, and more and more papers were distributed via truck, the publisher became an early and ardent advocate of the "Good Roads Movement." From a circulation standpoint, his interest in improving Iowa's roads was self-serving, but the state's highway system was indeed abysmal, and Cowles was clearly not alone in advocating better intrastate transportation. Better roads did, in fact, lead to circulation growth. By 1930, for example, the Sunday Register's 212,100 subscribers represented every Iowa county and exceeded Polk County's population of 172,800 by nearly 40,000.** Editorially, Ingham improved the quality of the Register by stressing objectivity in reporting. In the first edition of the combined Register and Leader, Ingham established his editorial vision for the paper: "The first and supreme purpose of every one concerned is to make a worthy newspaper in the broad and modern meaning of the word. This requires that the news service shall be ample and reliable, and maintained scrupulously independent of the editorial opinions of the paper." Ingham noted that the owners were still dedicated to supporting the Repubhcan Party, but that the paper's "first responsibility" in its editorials was to its readers; "every choice will be a free one, made when the occasion arises, and not predetermined by factional alliances or considerations." The editor added, "The field of the paper is Iowa, and special efforts will be made to cover the news of this state and to make a paper more satisfactory to Iowa readers than any paper published."*Î ngham's policy statement sounded at once both old and new. With his notion of running a paper that covered the entire state, he was following the path already laid out by the Clarksons. But with his pledge to separate news and opinion, the editor was breaking with the paper's partisan past and was right in line with the "new joumalism" beginrüng to take hold across the nation at the end of the nineteenth century. Advocates of this new form "believed in the news function as the primary obligation of the press; they exhibited independence of editorial opinion; they crusaded actively in the community interest; they appealed to the mass audience through improved writing, better makeup, use of headlines and illustrations, and the popularization of their contents. "^Î n fact, by stressing accuracy and independence, Ingham's blueprint for the Register sounded remarkably similar to Adolph Ochs's 1896 announcement of policy for his newly purchased New York Times: "It will be my earnest aim that the New York Times give the news, all the news, in concise and attractive form, in language that is parliamentary in good society, and give it early if not earlier, than it can be learned through any other reliable medium, [and] to give the news impartially, without fear or favor, regardless of any party, sect, or interest involved. "^^ Soon after Ochs took over the Times, his policy was reflected in the paper's famous motto, "All the News That's Fit to Print."
In addition to concentrating on accuracy and objectivity, Ingham knew that because the Des Moines market was small, the Register and Leader needed to differentiate itself from other local papers. His strategy was to build on the Clarkson heritage of statewide coverage; longtime sports reporter and editor Leighton Housh once explained that the Register's goal was "to 45 Yet Cowles and Ingham experienced their greatest coup in product differentiation when they hired the talented political cartoonist Jay N. "Ding" Darling in 1906. Prior to coming to Des Moines, Ding had spent six years at the Sioux City Journal. A week before his arrival, the paper announced that it had "contracted for the exclusive services of J. N. Darling, better known as 'Ding,' who w^on w^ide popularity as cartoonist for the Sioux City Journal. 'Ding's' daily cartoons dealing with the affairs of the state and nation will be warmly welcomed by the readers of The Register and Leader... ridicule." Over the course of his long career at the Register, Darling won two Pulitzer Prizes.'Ŵ hen Cowles hired Darling, he had high hopes that the cartoonist would help attract readers to the Register and Leader. By the 1920s, Darling had surpassed the publisher's greatest expectations and was a major reason for the paper's success. John M. Henry, a friend and colleague of Ding, claimed that the cartoonist "did more for the Register than Cowles did."^'' Henry's remark was an exaggeration, but it does confirm Darling's critical role in the paper's rise to prominence in Iowa and across the nation. Beyond its sales growth, the firm embraced new strategies to meet the challenges of a changing environment. The Cowles brothers modernized the paper, often applying and adopting the latest technology. They ventured into radio, made use of readership studies, pioneered in the area of photojournalism, and, in the late 1920s, acquired their first airplane to facilitate statewide news coverage. In addition, following the lead of others, the brothers set up a S5mdicate to sell stories and cartoons, and they established a Washington news bureau.
Like a handful of other newspapers, the Register and Tribune Company became interested in the potential of radio as a mechanism for expanding the news audience and hence increasing circulation. The Register and Tribune's station, WJB (the call letters were soon changed to WGF), made its maiden broadcast in March 1922. Although the station lasted only a year-and-a-half, the firm remained interested in the medium. In 1931 it established a subsidiary, the Iowa Broadcasting Company, and purchased three Iowa radio stations: KWCR (Cedar Rapids), KSO (Clarinda), and WIAS (Ottumwa). In November of the following year, KSO was moved to Des Moines, and in 1935 KWCR was changed to KRNT (the new call letters were in honor of the parent company) and also moved to the capital.^' This was the company's first flirtation with a communication business outside of newspapers; others were to follow in the post-World War II era.
In the late 1920s Mike Cowles employed pollster George Gallup, then a graduate student in journalism at the University of Iowa, to conduct some of the nation's first readership surveys for the Register and Tribune. The studies showed that the highest readership in the newspaper was tied to stories accompanied by pictures or graphics, especially if they were connected in a sequence or series. The results of Gallup's studies confirmed the popularity of the photographic sequences that Mike Cowles was already running in the special rotogravure (photographic) section of the Sunday paper. He subsequently greatly increased the use of photos in both the Register and the Tribune, and, as a result, circulation shot up.*°P hotojournalism, in fact, had already been given a boost in 1928 when, based on John Cowles's initial proposal, the company bought an airplane for promotional purposes, the first of eleven planes to be owned by the company. A statewide contest to name the plane produced "Good News." Besides making a number of promotional flights and putting in appearances at events such as county fairs, the plane was soon shuttling reporters and photographers to events and breaking stories in all corners of the state. It was equipped with a trap door for vertical aerial photography and a dark room to develop pictures in flight. Several years later. Register and Tribune photographer George Yates developed a special "machine gun" camera that permitted rapid exposure. The new camera made continuity or sequence pictures possible; such photographs were soon widely used in sports coverage. The plane and then the unique camera During the 1940s and 1950s, the Register and Tribune stuck with its winning formula of statewide distribution and news coverage while attempting to provide the Iowa perspective on national and international stories. In its one hundredth armiversary year, for example, the Register and Tribune combined had the largest circulation of any newspaper published in an American city the size of Des Moines or smaller. Des Moines was the fifty-third largest city in the United States, but only nine other Sunday newspapers in the country had a circulation as large or larger than the Des Moines Sunday Register. More than 7,500 carriers and some 400 trucks traveling more than 80,000 miles per week distributed the newspaper to all sections of the state, while news coverage was conducted by 115 editorial staff members and 300 state correspondents.** Although the overall strategy remained much the same, the company adopted two new techniques to reach Iowa readers. First, the Register began to tell the World War II experience from the perspective of Iowa soldiers. In 1943 veteran reporter Gordon Gammack was assigned to North Africa as a war correspondent to the 34th Division (which contained many troops from Iowa). As the Register told its readers, "Gammack ... is on assignment in the Mediterranean theater of war, charged with reporting the activities of thousands of Iowa fighting men who are engaged there." He was to seek out Iowa soldiers and tell their personal stories to the readers back home. Wes Gallagher of the Associated Press suggested that what Ernie Pyle did for a national audience-reporting the "littie picture of the war by providing the G.I.s' view"-Gammack did for lowans: he told the story of the westem front through the eyes of Iowa foot soldiers. Gammack's column was so popular that he was sent to Korea and Vietnam to do the same t5^e of reporting during the conflicts in those countries.^T he company's second major innovation was to set itself apart from the competition by creating the Iowa Poll. In 1943 the Register became the first single newspaper to sponsor a statewide public opinion poll. The Iowa Poll, initiated by Mike Cowles when he returned to Des Moines after working for the Office of War Information, was originally intended as a public service for the state that would also provide the Register with yet another feature its competitors lacked. From the first poll in December 1943, in which lowans reported narrowly preferring maintaining farm subsidies to increasing food prices at grocery stores, the poll revealed what lowans were thinking about a number of important issues. Here again, the Register and Tribune focused on learning and reporting what people of the entire state thought. Besides rendering this service, the Iowa Poll (and the research department that administered it) soon proved beneficial in several other ways. In an era when few public opinion polls existed, the Iowa Poll increased the newspaper's prestige. Its existence was also a key element in an advertising campaign to convince national companies to advertise in the paper. Kenneth MacDonald, a longtime editor and later publisher of the Register and Tribune, noted, "At the time [the 1940s] this poll was unique. . . . The motivation was to advertise the Register as a progressive newspaper that was trying to cover the state in all ways possible, including by polls of what its readers thought." Finally, the paper's research department conducted market surveys that were used 67 internally by the paper, particularly by the company's advertising department.** Despite its successful adaptations, problems had arisen at the Register and Tribvine by the mid-1960s. Circulation had peaked by the early 1950s and had been gradually declirüng ever since.*' People spent more of their free time in front of the television, leaving less time to read newspapers. Declining newspaper readership was not unique to Iowa, but the Register and Tribune's problem was compounded by Iowa's stagnant population statistics; any future prospect of boosting newspaper sales within the state appeared bleak.
In response, David Kruidenier, a grandson of Gardner Cowles who became vice-president and general manager of the Register and Tribune, opted to expand into new areas. To avoid corporate stagnation, Kruidenier pushed for the purchase of other communications firms-newspapers and radio and television stations-in growing markets beyond Iowa's borders. Not supported by his uncles or publisher MacDonald, he bided his time until he was named president and publisher in 1971. Over the next few years, his objective was to expand the firm so that ultimately 50 percent of corporate revenue would come from properties outside of Iowa.^° Kruidenier had an acquisition plan developed, and in 1972 the company made its first purchase, the Jackson (Tennessee) Sun. He hired a new management team, including Michael Gartner, formerly page one editor of the Wall Street Journal, and attorney Gary Gerlach, a specialist in communications law. After Gartner and Gerlach came on board, several more acquisitions quickly ensued. By 1981, the Register and Tribune was a large multimedia company: it owned several weekly newspapers, two dailies (besides the Register and Tribune), two television stations, and several radio stations. Although expansion appeared logical, it did not prove the savior Kruidenier and his management team had hoped. The newly acquired units were not as profitable as expected, and the acquisitions were financed through borrowing. In the 1970s the firm went from having a $30 million cash surplus to a $40 million debt. Unexpected rising interest rates made servicing the debt a huge burden. "In fiscal 1979, the first full year after the acquisitions, the company's interest costs soared to $3.2 million fi-om $116,000 the year before and just $9,000 in 1975. In fiscal 1981, interest payments reached $4.4 million." Besides these problems, production costs kept spiraling upward, revenues were flat, and operating earnings fell from $7.4 million in 1978 to $4.1 million in 1981.' ' >
In an attempt to tum the company's fortunes around, Kruidenier and cousin John Cowles Jr., who had taken over the reins of the Mirmeapolis Star and Tribune Company, discussed merging the family's properties in Des Moines with those in Minneapolis. The plans were scrapped, however, when it became clear to the management group in Des Moines that their smaller company would receive significantly fewer representatives on the merged company's board. Then, in an effort to cut costs, the Register and Tribune, like many other newspaper companies of the period, stopped production of its evening offering, the Tribune, in 1982. Meanwhile, a concemed minority stockholder, Shawn Kalkstein, had begun writing a series of letters to Register and Tribvme shareholders that were critical of company management.^Â lthough the merger was called off in 1982, its possibility worried Register and Tribune president Michael Cartner and general counsel Cary Gerlach. Each was concemed about maintaining local control of the paper. If the two Cowles properties were combined, certainly Gartner and possibly Gerlach would not have jobs with the new firm. In the wake of the failed merger and in an effort to restore profitability, strategic planning took on a new urgency. More shareholders became troubled about the company's future, but there was no consensus about potenfial solufions. Kalkstein's crifical letters suggested selling the company as one possibility, while Kruidenier apparently sfill thought the solufion might be merger with Mirmeapolis. Concemed about the latter, Garfiier and Gerlach put together a deal with a former employer to present to the board in late 1984. The Dow Jones Corporafion would purchase half of the Register and Tribune stock, and a local group of investors, headed by Gartner and Gerlach, would buy the remaining porfion.^Â lthough the Dow Jones offer was rejected, key shareholders came to believe that selling the struggling company was a sound idea. Kruiderüer felt he had no choice but to put the firm up for sale. A plan providing for an orderly bidding process was set up, and by the spring of 1985, the company was broken up and sold. The Register and Tribune joined several other prominent, once independent midwestem papers as a target of large media companies. Gannett purchased the Register, the company's four weekly papers in Iowa, and the Jackson Sun for $205 million. This amoimt did not include the 14 percent stake the Register and Tribune held in Cowles Media (owner of several newspapers, including the Minneapolis Star and Tribune), which Gannett purchased for another $56 million. The Register and Tribune's radio and broadcast properfies were sold to other media companies for approximately $90 million. From a financial standpoint, shareholders were huge beneficiaries; stock that had firaded intemally for between $15 and $30 per share was sold for close to $300 per share.^* Gannett's purchase of the Register ended three generafions of Cowles family ownership and changed the relafionship of the paper to thé state. One prominent shareholder saw the sale as serving the interest of the owners at the expense of readers. He argued that while stockholders made a huge profit, the community lost an independent, locally owned newspaper with the mission of setting an agenda for the state.^^ Journalism professor Jean Folkerts articulated this idea of loss for local communities: "As outsiders came in to run family . . . papers, the lament was of a loss of individuality-of midwestem local values giving way to the values of a national or international media conglomerate." In fact, some longtime readers saw the Register under Gannett as being "less aggressive and less innovative editorially."^* Throughout the Cowles years, the Register cultivated a special relationship with the people of Iowa. It was a high quality editorial product; by 1984, Time magazine ranked it among the nation's top ten newspapers, and by 1985, it had won twelve Pulitzer prizes. Through its delivery network, the company's two papers reached into well over 50 percent of all Iowa homes at their circulation peak in the 1950s. Even though these numbers gradually declined from that point, by the 1970s the Sunday Register's circulation was still over 450,000, or more than double the population of Des Moines. This statewide scope gave the Register tremendous influence, leading one former employee to characterize it as "the conscience of Iowa."^ The Register was often ahead of its time editorially, and it guided Iowa's public opinion toward a more progressive position than many of its midwestem neighbors. From the editorship of Harvey Ingham on, the Register had a liberalizing impact on the state. It pushed Iowans away from conservative isolationism and toward an internationalist position. Over the years, for example, it supported the League of Nations, the United Nations, and the Marshall Plan. When many in the region embraced anticommunism, the Register denounced McCarthyism, spoke out against the hardline rhetoric of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, and supported better relations with the Soviet Union. In 1955 editorial page editor Lauren Soth wrote an editorial-which later won a Pulitzer Prize-calling for the exchange of agricultural ideas and invited the Soviets to the farm state. The piece ultimately led to Nikita Khrushchev's 1959 visit to Iowa. The paper consistently championed civil rights, and, from the editorship of Harvey Ingham on, it was also an advocate of women's rights. The Register remained in the forefront of progressive causes through the 1970s, when, for example, it supported a woman's right to abortion, and, in an effort to make state and local government more accountable to the people, it began publishing salaries of public officials.
FROM ITS ORIGINS in the mid-nineteenth century as a small, typically partisan weekly to its heyday in the mid-twentieth century and its eventual decline and sale, the Register played an important role in both the history of American journalism and the history of Iowa. Whether innovating or merely mirroring developments in the newspaper industry, the Register and Tribvme's goal of broad distribution and news coverage created a unique statewide audience. Although several metropolitan dailies had larger total circulations, no other newspaper reached into every comer of its home state as the Register did. The Register was read by all demographic groups in all Iowa counties. Its news and opinion were sought out by the state's movers and shakers, while its Iowa Poll told readers what lowans thought about important issues.
By focusing on the Iowa angle in its news stories, the Register made national and international news palatable to its audience. In so doing, the paper projected an internationalist and cosmopolitan air that rejected the provincial insularity so often associated with residents of the Midwest. That the paper should educate its readers made sense to John Cowles, who once defined a good newspaper as "a vmiversity on yovir doorstep."^* 78. Furlong, "The Cowles Empire Expands," 71.
So it was with the Register: its news product was superior to most others available because it explained Iowa and the world at large to its readers.
Because it was read throughout the state, the paper provided a shared experience for Iowans and a forum for the exchange of ideas. In this manner it helped mold the Iowa experience. David Kruidenier saw the Register's importance from this perspective: "More than any institution, other than state govemment, it [the Des Moines Register] tied the state together."''' Although probably an overstatement, the paper usually Uved up to its self-proclaimed motto for much of the twentieth century; the Register was unquestionably "the newspaper Iowa depended upon."
79. David Kruidenier, interview.
